Introduction
The Hooded Vulture is an African endemic that was recently uplisted to Endangered on the IUCN Red List (Birdlife International 2013). The uplisting was due to its rapid decline throughout most of its range and reports suggest its decline has been caused by overhunting, persecution and indiscriminate poisoning, as well as improvements in slaughterhouse hygiene and rubbish disposal where the species previously fed (Ogada & Buij 2011) .
Hooded Vultures occupy a wide range of habitats including arid country, towns, grassland, cultivation and coastal areas (Mundy et al. 1992) . It is a species with urban populations that live in close association with humans very common in West and parts of East Africa, while populations in Tanzania and further south are primarily found in savannahs far from human disturbance (Mundy et al. 1992) . Wright (1960) described the Hooded Vulture as the commonest vulture within the Nairobi, Tsavo and Serengeti National Parks. In Kenya the species was previously widespread in most national parks, game reserves and in many towns (Zimmerman et al. 1996) .
Recent evidence suggests that the species has declined substantially in Kenya and Uganda (Ssemmanda & Pomeroy 2010; Ogada & Buij 2011; Virani et al. 2011) . In Kenya although it is still present in most national parks and game reserves, and around pastoral settlements in the north, the only urban populations are in western Kenya, along the lower Tana River, and presumably still in Moyale town despite no recent ornithological surveys (Zimmerman et al. 1996; S. Thomsett, pers. comm.; D. Ogada, unpub. data) . A recent study by Virani et al. (2011) reported Hooded Vulture declines of 62% in and around the Masai Mara National Reserve from 1976 to 2005. Similarly, annual raptor road surveys since 2010 have only recorded three Hooded Vultures over 7200 kms (Ogada et al. 2010, D. Ogada, unpub. data) . However, a recent expedition to northern Kenya recorded pairs of Hooded Vultures at most small settlements that were slaughtering camels around the Chalbi Desert (F. Reid pers. comm.). This study assessed the occurrence of Hooded Vultures in western Kenyan towns, specifically at slaughterhouses and dumpsites. The study also sought to determine the reasons for the decline in Hooded Vultures in western Kenya by interviewing local people about possible cases of poisoning, or exploitation of Hooded Vultures for food or use in witchcraft.
Methods

Study area
The study was undertaken from 23-31 May 2012 during the rainy season in western Kenyan towns and market centres (Table 1) . We included the Ugandan side of Busia town because residents on the Kenyan side suggested that we may find more Hooded Vultures on the Ugandan side. We visited a total of eight towns and market centres and at each location we surveyed one or more of the relevant facilities where Hooded Vultures would be expected, including slaughterhouses, butcheries, hospital dumpsites, and sewage ponds (Table 1) .
Data collection
Fieldwork was conducted by MO and TI and consisted of opportunistic observations of Hooded Vultures at facilities where the birds were historically known, and interviews with facility personnel and at market places.
All observations of Hooded Vultures were recorded including number of individuals, age class, and behavioural aspects including flying, perching, foraging and interactions with other species. Age classes were either adult or juvenile. Juvenile birds were distinguished from adults based upon the dark brown feathers on the back of the head and lack of red facial pigmentation (Zimmerman et al. 1996) . To avoid double counting birds, we recorded the maximum number of vultures seen at any one time per site. For example, if we observed two birds at the slaughterhouse and three at the hospital dumpsite in Bungoma we recorded a total of five vultures for Bungoma. Because the towns were small, movement of vultures between sites in a single town would likely have been noticed. For multiple day observations, we considered the highest number of birds seen and counted at each site on a single day. Evident threats to Hooded Vultures that were not addressed during interviews were also recorded. Interviewers approached personnel at slaughterhouses, butcheries, hospitals and sewage works, and introduced themselves before explaining the survey and its purpose. Most interviews were answered by one respondent. However, when there was an interested audience that was willing to share information one representative provided responses for the group. If there was disagreement amongst the group, a final response was given after group discussion and consent. Facility personnel were asked to identify Hooded Vultures after being shown images of a Marabou Stork and a Hooded Vulture. They were also asked where the birds were found at the facility. If they were unable to correctly identify the bird or indicate where it could be found the interview concluded.
Information on the possible exploitation of Hooded Vultures for food and/or as a fetish was solicited using a separate survey form, subsequently referred to as the 'fetish' survey (Appendix 2). We targeted the elderly (50+ years) because they were perceived to be more frank and knowledgeable on the traditional practice of witchcraft and fetishes. The elderly take pride in traditions while many young people (< 40 years old) are mostly indifferent to traditional practices because of the widespread adoption of western cultural practices after the postcolonial period. A few initial surveys were administered at market places in Busia and Bungoma towns, but the respondents informed us that they were not aware of the use of the birds in witchcraft. Subsequently the survey was administered at the same facilities (slaughterhouse, butchery, hospital, and sewage works) as the facility survey since these places may be the harvesting areas for the birds if they were being used for witchcraft. There is unlikely to be any conflict of interest in conducting the fetish surveys at the facilities because it is unlikely that facilities personnel are substantially benefitting from any potential trade in vulture fetishes. We were also unable to administer the fetish survey at the markets because most markets only operated on a set day of the week and often this did not coincide with our visits.
Results
We completed a total of 34 interviews, comprising 23 facilities surveys and 11 fetish surveys. Facility surveys were conducted at 14 facilities in seven towns in western Kenya and one town in eastern Uganda. At six facilities we obtained good quality information that generally included long-term knowledge of Hooded Vultures at the facility, suspected causes of the birds' disappearance, and general observations about the birds (Table  2) . At eight facilities we obtained poor quality information either because the facilities were nonoperational, not conducive to supporting Hooded Vultures, or those being interviewed had no or little knowledge of the birds (Table 2) . We restrict our further analyses to the facilities that generated good quality information based upon 14 interviews.
All of the slaughterhouses visited (n = 5) were of a modern-type in that animals were slaughtered inside a closed facility, as opposed to in the open air. The most notable difference between slaughterhouses was whether the disposal of effluent was open-air (n = 3) or in closed underground storage tanks (n = 2). We only observed 23 Hooded Vultures at two slaughterhouses where effluent was disposed on open ground and at one open-air dumpsite (Table 2) .
At four of the six facilities there were reports of large declines in the number of Hooded Vultures observed with two respondents noting that the declines occurred as recently as the early 2000s (Table 2) . Before then, Hooded Vultures were frequent and regular, but most respondents noted that currently Hooded Vultures were only present at their facilities during the dry season (Table 2) .
Evidence for direct competition for food was noted between Hooded Vultures and Marabou Storks, Pied Crows, dogs and humans (Table 2) . Further evidence of indirect competition for food with humans was also noted (Table 2) .
Possible reasons stated for the decline in Hooded Vulture numbers included the change from open-air slaughterhouses, poisoning of dogs, and felling of trees that the vultures use for roosting (Table 2) .
We did not detect or witness trading of any sort in the Hooded Vulture or the bird's parts during the survey. Only one out of the 11 administered fetish questionnaires suggested exploiting vultures' parts for undisclosed reasons. According to the respondent in Busia TownUganda there were irregular times when word would go around that vultures were required. An undisclosed, but large amount, would then be paid for successfully obtaining vultures/parts.
In addition, two respondents at Kocholia and Bungoma, respectively informed us that the birds were hated and regarded as filthy, indicating a very negative perception. (Pomeroy 1975 , Mundy 1976 . As slaughterhouses are modernized, animal waste available to Hooded Vultures is much reduced, if not eliminated altogether.
Discussion
Competition between Hooded Vultures and other species was observed at the two sites where the species was encountered. At Lufura slaughterhouse Hooded Vultures were chased by Marabou Storks and mobbed by Pied Crows as they scavenged. According to Pomeroy (1975) competition between six species of scavenging birds in Kampala was rare, but amongst ground-feeding species, Marabou Storks were dominant over Hooded Vultures, which in turn were dominant over Pied Crows. Perhaps due to their low numbers (n = 3) the Hooded Vultures we observed were dominated by Pied Crows. In addition to competition from other avian scavengers, Hooded Vultures in our study were likely negatively affected by direct and indirect competition from human scavengers. In BusiaUganda young boys collected a discarded cow foetus and chased the vultures away. (Ssemmanda & Pomeroy 2010 ).
The hospital dumpsite was remotely located and fenced off, which likely secured birds from human interference. Although urban Hooded Vultures in West Africa co-exist in close proximity to people, urban populations in Kenya are more wary and we never saw the birds within 5 m of people.
Incidental poisoning of Hooded Vultures was mentioned at three of the six facilities with good quality information. However, it is unclear to what extent this may have affected vulture populations as there was no information on the possible number of birds poisoned. At all the facilities where poisoning had occurred the intended target was stray and/or rabid dogs. The poisoning of dogs is a widespread problem in Africa, but little information is formally reported (Abebe 2013, D. Pomeroy, pers. comm., J. Wolstencroft, pers. comm) . It is largely through personal contacts and raptor list-servs that this information is disseminated and therefore it is likely underestimated (D. Ogada, pers. obs.).
We uncovered little evidence that there is widespread use of Hooded Vultures for witchcraft or for consumption as food, as is reported in West Africa (Akagu & Adeleke 2012 , Gbogbo & Awotwe-Pratt, 2008 , Rondeau & Thiollay 2004 , Nikolaus 2001 . Generally the birds were despised because of negative attitudes towards them such as looking unclean and ugly.
Broadly, this study found negative attitudes and ignorance as a threat and a potential driver of decimation of this species of concern. Although well-known by locals in the range, many people interviewed were not concerned or aware of the plight of the birds. For instance, responses from Busia revealed that many could not recall when they last saw large flocks of the species; many respondents could also hardly remember how many birds still came to their locale or facility. One respondent at Lufura slaughterhouse convinced us to return the next day where we would see up to 200 birds at the slaughterhouse, being a slaughter day, but we saw only three birds. Many respondents also cited Kakamega Town and the Golf Hotel as a stronghold for the Hooded Vulture, but none were observed or reported by the hotel's long-serving employees. While this is also indicative that information obtained through interviews can be unreliable, the sites mentioned have a long history amongst the Kenyan ornithological community of supporting Hooded Vultures (Ogada & Buij 2011, D. Fisher unpub. data) . Therefore, we suspect the information obtained is more likely a result of the decline of Hooded Vultures at these sites, which concurs with limited historical data from the western Kenya region (D. Fisher unpub. data).
It is therefore a worrying trend that locals are not conscious of the threats to this biodiversity component living in their midst. A majority of respondents acknowledged that the species' numbers had declined but struggled to recall when they last saw the species and how many there were. Besides, no respondent had encountered a dead Hooded Vulture. This is an indication of how latent and yet devastating the threats are to this species with the potential final effect being extinction of the local populations of this species.
Recommendations
 The areas suggested by respondents as likely strongholds of Hooded Vultures should be surveyed to assess the status of the species at these sites. These include Machabus, Kimilili and Adungosi. Consideration should also be given to remote sites still practising the open slaughterhouse system.  The sites surveyed during this study which were pointed out by respondents as prolific for the species, but where vultures were not observed, should be closely monitored and re-surveyed to establish the actual status of the Hooded Vulture at the sites. These include Kakamega District Hospital and the Golf Hotel.
 Opportunities should be looked into to modify the closed system of abattoirs so that the design continues to facilitate the existence of important scavengers including Hooded Vultures.
 A conservation awareness campaign should be conducted in the species' human settlement range to educate locals on the Hooded Vulture, their role, and plight.
 A follow-up survey should be conducted in the western Kenyan towns during the dry season to ascertain the actual status of the species during this time when respondents revealed the species is most abundant in the region. 
